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Assuming that the American self (and culture) was founded upon Puritan values, the aim of this paper is to discuss the importance of identificatory processes in helping to enforce conformity towards prevailing religious mores, as stated above, of a puritanical nature.  
Underlying our decision to focus the discussion on the novel Elmer Gantry is our belief that, as a novelist of manners, the author of Elmer Gantry, Sinclair Lewis, was particularly talented in the art of deconstructing many of the mechanisms used by the ruling class, the American middle class, to enforce conformity of the individual towards the dominant ideological, religious and social order. Contrary to the myth of the province as locus amoenus, an extension/enlargement of the myth of the farmer as the most honest and hardworking of men (whose forefathers were puritans, believed to be no less pious than their descendants were to become), popularized by authors such as Zona Gale, Booth Tarkington or Meredith Nicholson, Sinclair Lewis showed that the province had received the legacy of three centuries of ideological indoctrination and intellectual, moral and spiritual dilettantism. Having broken, after the publication of Main Street in 1920, with the prevailing literary tradition, Lewis demonstrates, in all the novels pertaining to the 20s (including obviously Elmer Gantry) that white middle class Americans (of Anglo-Saxon ancestry), assume the role of “subjects” maintaining with “the other”, be he an Indian, an immigrant, or even nature, a castrating relationship that eventually results in the puerile, neurotic or megalomaniac alienation of the subject himself/herself. 
Thus, the trajectory of Lewis’s hero Elmer Gantry can be analysed through an application of key psychoanalytic concepts, such as Melanie Klein’s theory of “good” and bad breasts” or the Oedipus complex or paternal metaphor, elaborated by Freud and recovered by Lacan, under the designation of the Name-of–the–Father. Accepting the Name-of-the-Father implies a perception of a denial, a lack, a prohibition, once the French word nom (name), when pronounced orally, is indistinguishable from non (no). Elmer, therefore, will commit a double murder, symbolically killing both his earthly and his Heavenly Father, so as to become equal to (or even replace) him/Him. 






The journalist H. L. Mencken was, just like Lewis, whom he  was a personal friend of, a staunch critic of American society and its mores, particularly the subject of the middle class, the "boobus americanus" (Prejudices 108), as Mencken called him/her. This subject, together with others displaying similar behavior, formed the "booboisie", a term encompassing the entire middle class. The "boobus americanus" would serve as a model for the creation of Lewis’s Babbitt, as the oral similarity between the two terms readily announces.
While the “boobus americanus” was compliant and obedient, glad to submit without questioning to the established power and authority apparatuses and figures, it was still necessary, according to Mencken, for novelists to focus on drawing the portrait of the puritanical subject who held the power, the authority to lead others and make them obey, and whose intransigence and apparent religious zeal made ​​him a figure at once grotesque, terrifying and ridiculous:

Worse and more incredible still, [contemporary novels] neglect the most American of all Americans, the very ur-Amerikaner to wit, the malignant moralist, the Christian turned cannibal the snouting and preposterous Puritan. […] 
 (Mencken, quoted by Schorer, Sinclair Lewis: An American 482) 

 In other words, it mattered that the authors of fictional works now traced the profile of the hypocritical religious leader, who used the power he had in his hands to manipulatively persuade the believers of his church to act in such a way as to enable or facilitate the fulfillment of his own egotistical aspirations or purposes.  In American history and culture there abounded figures that could serve as a prototype for the creation of one or more characters embodying the aforementioned characteristics, from Mather or Jonathan Edwards, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, to Stidger or Billy Sunday, preachers of the 20s, faithful guardians of a fundamentalist Puritanism inherited from the past. So it was that, by endowing a single character with the ways of various religious leaders, Lewis created Elmer Gantry. The publication of the novel, in March 1927, was greeted enthusiastically by Mencken, who compared the novelist to Voltaire (Schorer, Sinclair Lewis 483).

2- “America in the 1920s : a golden or  aspirin age?”

In fact, in the America of the nineteen twenties one witnessed, on the one hand, the existence of phenomena such as "The Scopes Monkey Trial," "The Big Red Scare" or acts of xenophobia and racial and religious fundamentalism, carried out by the Ku Klux Klan, while, on the other hand, there was an apparent openness to change, brought about by scientific and technological progress, the emergence of the automobile and the emancipation of women. If the existence of fundamentalist and xenophobic phenomena prove that puritanical ideology and behavior maintained their 300 year long vitality, that much cannot be said as regards seemingly progressive ideas, attitudes and behavior. As a matter of fact, the winds of change were not strong enough to bring about lasting or visible results, presumably because the subjects struck by those winds, that is, young people, were not truly committed to change, wanting only to enjoy themselves (eg, by smoking, drinking, engaging in practices such as dating or petting, i.e kissing or caressing a partner from the opposite sex) without having to worry about, reflect or analyze their behavior. 
The novelist did not neglect to show how much the ineptness to use reason, to think rationally, affected the great majority of social groups inhabiting the empirical environment, even, contrarily to what would be expectable, young people.

3- Elmer Gantry’s conversion experience
 Therefore, in Elmer Gantry, with the exception of a number of minor characters, like Harry Zenz, the atheist seminarian, Horace Carp, Karkis and fundamentally Jim Lefferts, most characters show conformity towards the established social and religious order. Unlike Zenz, who sought to hide his atheism, Jim Lefferts proclaimed his atheism openly. True to the scientific truth he believed in, Jim Lefferts got the admiration of Elmer, triggering thus a process of idealized identification on the part of the protagonist:


Only Jim had enough will to bully him into obedient admiration. Elmer swallowed ideas whole; […] but Jim accurately examined every notion that came to him. Jim was selfish enough, but it was with the selfishness of a man who thinks and who is coldly unafraid of any destination to which his thoughts may lead him. The little man treated Elmer like a large damp dog, and Elmer licked his shoes. (16)

The word of Jim has, for Elmer, a function equivalent to that of the " good object". After having been introjected, the object, ie, the word " he swallowed ideas whole " (16), Elmer becomes, to some extent, similar to Jim for sharing his knowledge, his word, like the children of the totemic father​[1]​, who, when they ingest him,  participate, to some extent, in his divinity, ie become identical to him. As Julia Kristeva explains : “When the object I incorporate is the word of ‘the other’ [...] I’m bound up with him in an initial fusion, communion, unity. Identification. (Histórias de Amor 47, original emphasis)

In view of Elmer’s idolatry for Jim Lefferts, it appears that he could have become agnostic or even atheist like Jim, were it not for the intervention of his mother and the identificatory mechanisms that her presence would bring about, mainly when it came to religious leaders and preachers.
Note that when Elmer experiences an urge to convert, the look of Elmer's mother functions as a mirror in which the protagonist can assess the merit of his conduct. As James Jones asserts, in his work Contemporary Psychoanalysis and Religion, "our earliest sense of self grows from seeing our self mirrored in our mother's reactions. If the mirror is cracked or darkened, our sense of self will be distorted "(43). Because Gantry’s mother belonged to the Church, mind, body and soul: "she was owned by the Church" (34), Elmer Gantry was prevented from seeing anything but God’s reflection. 
Moreover, Elmer Gantry’s father had died when the protagonist was a child and Gantry could just remember having seen the corpse of his father, as one reads in the excerpt: "that confusing intimidating hour, in the abyss of his first memories, when he had seen [his mother] shaken beside a coffin that contained a cold monster in the shape of his father "(51). This dead father is comparable to the ghost of Hamlet's father. Hamlet is a frustrated Oedipus, whose fault lies in his having desired his mother without carrying out the parricidal act. Like Hamlet, Elmer has also, albeit only in the imaginary domain, murdered his father, in order to take possession of the mother who, in turn, was already owned by the Church, and therefore doubly forbidden.

Considering that the subject only accesses the symbolic domain, where language reigns, after accepting the paternal law, or Name – of- the -Father, it can be assumed that the discursive ineptness of Elmer Gantry stems from the fact that he could not, nor desired, to identify with the fatherly figure.

Thus, even if Elmer takes his own voice as narcissistic object "he warmed to the splendor of his own voice" (62), the voice is more primitive than the word, so that Elmer will endure, forever, in a pre-symbolic stage. No matter how hard he tries to appropriate himself of the signifiers of an "other" or "others" , he can never achieve significance, navigating therefore adrift in a metaphorical and metonymic chain of signifiers, whose links remain forever open, preventing the protagonist from even obtaining a glimpse of meaning.
Focusing on the moment of the plot in which Elmer publicly confesses his sins, it is quite noticeable that his "conversion" occurs in a context where an alienated crowd releases their repressed impulses and lets the forces of the unconscious rule.  The subject, a believer, obtains the desired jouissance (gratification or pleasure) by getting rid of the "bad internal/introjected object", ie sin: "He [Elmer] knelt, and suddenly his voice was noisy in confession while the shouts of the audience, the ejaculations of Judson and his mother, exalted him to hot self-approval and made it seem splendidly right to yield to the mystic fervor “(53). Melanie Klein (Complete Works, Vol I 331-338), states that the subject, as a result of the introjection of a "bad object" is constantly struck with a feeling of fear, coupled with anxiety, that the introjected object may annihilate or destroy him/her from within. This fear and anxiety will only be mitigated when the subject recovers a good external object. In Elmer’s case, this will happen once he has confessed that he has sinned and repents of the sins committed. The “good object” is therefore the experience of conversion, upon which the drives of the individual libido are invested. The jouissance of Elmer is inseparable from that of the community of believers, "one woman - he remembered her as a strange, repressed, mad-eyed special student who was not known to have any friends - was stretched out, oblivious of the crowd, jerking , her limbs twitching, her hands clenched, panting rhythmically "(53). James Jones explains that in moments of ecstasy, like the one described above, the linear sense is invaded by the timelessness of the unconscious, a teleological movement, both retrospective and projective: "Each human action both repeats the past and points forward to new developmental Possibilities "(Contemporary Psychoanalysis 52).

4- Elmer’s bigotry and the crowd’s mis-recognized identificatorial drives    
United by the same ideals and purposes, in the fictional universe of Elmer Gantry , the crowd reacted as if they formed one body, endowed with one voice: "He had but little to do with what he said. The willing was not his but the mob´s; the phrases were not his but those of the emotional preachers and hysterical worshippers whom he had heard since babyhood"(53).

 The above quote is evocative of a passage of Winthrop's sermon “A Modell of Christian Charity” , in which Winthrop makes the Puritans believe that everyone, including himself, are part of a body whose head is Christ: "The end is to improve our lives to do more service to the Lord, the comfort and power increase of the body of Christ wherof we are members "(82).

But for the Puritan to accept the responsibility of preserving the integrity of a physical body composed of himself and other believers, it was necessary that he would identify with the remaining settlers. To understand how identificatory processes are brought about it is necessary to take into account that, as Jacques Lacan explains, identification occurs when the ego (one can not yet speak of a subject, because the construction of subjectivity is still open), upon seeing his image in the mirror recognizes (or identifies) with it. Concomitantly, however  at the time one becomes a subject, by recognizing  that the gestaltian image that the mirror reflects is  one’s own image, one perceives also the gap that separates the I (subject) from the I/me(object) that is  my mirror image, which is only virtual. Thus, the construction of identity and subjectivity, coincides with the awareness of otherness. In this understanding, we can infer that the group or body has, for the individual subject, the function of a mirror, which shows a body with which (s)he identifies, by recognizing it to be the same as, or very similar, to his/her own body. By reuniting, fraternally, with “the other” who is after all, a member (organ) of the same body, the individual subject believes to have overcome, to some extent, his  inevitable otherness. Moreover, by helping to secure the integrity of the group or body of believers, the subject ensures that his own integrity remains intact. This concern/obsession with wholeness or integrity increases even more with the fear that the body thus formed may be subject to splitting. The idea of ​​the mutilated body, "le corps morcelé" as designated by Lacan, shows that every subject lives in permanent fear of the annihilation of the physical body. 

According to Lacan, the subject is haunted by the fear that the body can break to pieces, which (s)he fantasizes as : "This fragmented body [...] appears in the form of disconnected limbs or organs of exoscopically represented, growing wings and taking up arms for internal persecutions " (Écrits 78).​[2]​

Resuming the analysis of Elmer’s conversion, it  seems clear that, while it mattered that the believer  would identify with other believers, as if they were one body, it was also imperative to persuade him of his insignificance, so much so that during Elmer’s conversion, which is without doubt a moment of orgiastic spirituality, identificatory fantasies of a masochistic nature are also at work: "Others were about him beating their foreheads, others were shrieking 'Lord, be merciful'" (53). 
Elmer’s experience cannot but remind us of the religious atmosphere created around the Great Awakenings of the 18 th century, of which Jonathan Edwards was one of the main mentors. It must be noted that Edwards had been a ruthless judge of human nature​[3]​. Insistently urging the faithful to repentance, Edwards warned them that the Father might cast upon the Puritans the same wrath He had cast on the Jews, when they were kept captive in Babylon. Edwards’s arguments were inspired by the teachings of Mather, present in most of its works, among which stands out the famous Magnalia Christi Americana (Vol I 506). Edwards argued, therefore, that it was necessary to replace the old covenant that through Winthrop, God had established with the Puritans, and whose accomplishment would be frustrated if the settlers did not repent from the sins they had committed.

The enthusiastic participation of believers in revivalist meetings proves how committed they were to respond to the exhortations of Edwards: "He [Edwards] had precipitated the Great Awakening, was master of New England's soul, had vindicated in experience, in the shrieks and groans of repentant Americans, the laws of causality and of perception, and was destroying Arminianism  root and branch. "(Miller, Jonathan Edwards 126). In Elmer Gantry too, one of the characters, Eddie Fieslinger, implicitly refers to the covenant concluded between God and his chosen nation / church, Israel, which (who)  can be taken metaphorically as the wife of God the Father: "When you get home I want each and every one of you to dig out the Old Book and turn to the Song of Solomon, the fourth chapter and the tenth verse, where it says [...] 'how fair is thy love, my sister, my spouse! "(26). As wives owe respect and obedience to their husbands, so too does Israel, God’s chosen spouse.

In an analysis of the nature of masochistic as well as sadistic impulses or drives, those same ones that were at work during Gantry’s experience of conversion, one ascertains that both drives are motivated by the desire to recover, thanks to a deceptive togetherness with others, a feeling of wholeness, likely to fill in the void resulting from the separation of the "ego" and the original primary object, the mother. Referring to the nature of the masochistic drive, Erich Fromm explains that :

The annihilation of the individual self and the attempt to overcome thereby the unbearabe feeling of powerlessness are only one side of the masochistic strivings. The other side is the attempt to become a part of a bigger and more powerful whole outside of oneself, to submerge and participate in it. This power can be a person, an institution, God, the nation, conscience, or a psychic compulsion. (133-34)


Having overcome the jouissance of the conversion, the protagonist wanted to find other objects in which he could invest his  libido. Narcissistic, Elmer Gantry finds, in his own body, the desired object: "it was Elmer, tallest of the converts, taller than Judson Roberts, whom all the students and most of the townspeople found important, who found himself important" (53).

5- Conclusion 
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^1	 1-The father of the primal horde is an aggressive and jealous man, who expels his children as they reach adulthood. One day, the brothers meet together, kill their dad and ingest him, thus assimilating a small portion of his power. This subject- matter is discussed by Freud in the following work: Totem and Taboo (201-2).
^2	  Melanie Klein, too, expands upon the subject’s inherent fear of destruction : “ […] there is, in the unconscious, a fear of anihilation of life” (Developments 275, original emphasis).
^3	  The well known sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” provides a thorough insight into Edwards’s religious approach:  http://edwards.yale.edu/major-works/sinners-in-the-hands-of-an-angry-god
